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ABSTRACT 
Background & Purpose 
Physical therapy revolves around communication between the therapist and the patient, or the 
patient’s family. Understanding and knowing the detriments to participation for patients 
receiving physical therapy can help improve adherence. Translators are used with non-English 
speaking patients, but present barriers calling for exploration of different communication 
methods. Quality of care for non-English speaking patients can be limited due to minimal patient 
feedback. A common pathology treated by physical therapists is lumbar radiculopathy. The 
purpose of this case report is to describe methods of communication to improve adherence for a 
43-year-old woman with chronic lumbar disc disorder with radiculopathy who only speaks 
Spanish and was treated by a student physical therapist who only speaks English. 
Case Description 
A 43-year-old Hispanic female was admitted to outpatient physical therapy following a work-
related injury in 2018. The patient spoke Spanish and arrived with a translator for her initial 
evaluation. The patient fell at work and complained of increased pain and weakness in her low 
back, left leg and foot. She presented with decreased lumbar and left lower extremity range of 
motion, impaired standing posture, and significant pain on the left side. Pain was partially 
relieved with rest; prolonged sitting and standing activities aggravated symptoms. When the 
translator was present, communication was done through her. When the translator was absent, 
the therapist explored different nonverbal communication methods and learned a small amount 
of Spanish. The patient was seen for physical therapy for 60 minutes, 3 times per week for 6 
weeks. Physical therapy included manual therapy, therapeutic exercise, therapeutic activity, gait 
training, patient education and modalities. 
Outcomes 
Measurable improvements were made in ambulation distance and assistance needed. Each 
session, the therapist ambulated with the patient using handheld assist to determine how much 
the patient would offload her weight through her upper extremities. Strength measurements were 
not obtained at initial evaluation but were taken near the end of therapist’s time; there was 
weakness in the left lower extremity and a grade of 3+. The patient’s score of 74% on the 
modified Oswestry Disability Index did not change throughout treatment. The patient’s long and 
short-term goals were not fully met. 
Discussion 
Intervention planning was dependent on the patient’s pain that day, willingness to participate, 
and translator presence. The translator played a major role in how each session went at the 
beginning of treatment. Recommendations for non-verbal communication methods include hand 
held assist, tactile cues as well as learning to speak limited Spanish in order to improve outcomes 
with this patient.  Future research is needed on outcome measures used in physical therapy that 
can be used across different cultures and can easily be translated in different languages. 
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